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Janet Thorsteinson, P. Eng. 
Electrical Engineer 
Communications Canada 
Ottawa 


Do you like to know how things work? Some people can use a 
tape recorder for years and never wonder how it works, but 

if you want to know why it goes around, you might think of 
going into electrical engineering. Here at the Department of 
Communications in Ottawa, we develop and upgrade commu- 
nications systems on a large scale — everything from satellites 
to mobile radios. Recently | was involved in CPIC, a computer- 
based information storage system developed to help the police 
store information on known criminals. An officer in a patrol 
car can call into the station and ask for information about 
someone he/she has just picked up; the computer terminal at 
the station is connected with the central data bank and can tell 
in a matter of seconds whether the person has a record, any 
outstanding charges against him/her, and so on. We have also 
developed a system of mobile computer terminals for use in 
patrol cars, so the officer doesn’t even have to call the station. 


My job in many projects | work on is procurement,.or buying. 
| help find, or have designed, the systems and materials we 
need, and put out tenders so we can buy them at the most 
economical rate possible. The government has found that it 

is better to train engineers to do the accounting and financial 
work involved in procurement than to train accountants in the 
technical aspects so they know what they’re buying. Generally 
we use standing offers, that is, once a year we negotiate a price 
on a line of goods, then | can just phone and place my order 
without having to go to tender every time. | have bought 


computer services, both hardware and software, and the nuts 
and bolts required to keep the systems in operation. 


There are very few women in engineering — two of 200 in my 
class at university — but | think that large numbers of women 
will enter the field after the ground work is laid by the few 

who are already there. Communications, electronics, and data 
processing — the newest fields of engineering—don’‘t have as much 
stereotyping as the more traditional areas such as civil engineer- 
ing, and are easier for a woman to get into, since attitudes are 
Jess firmly set. The field of energy conservation and produc- 

tion is also expanding; wherever there is a shortage of person- 

nel it is easier for women to break new ground. 


If you are considering engineering, you need a basic aptitude in 
sciences and math; you can get a feeling for that in high 
school. As well, engineers tend to be goal oriented. The objec- 
tive of any task is very precise, and there is a great satisfaction 
in attaining that goal and going on to another project. Is that 
the way you like to work? | discovered that at my university 

| could take first year engineering and, if | didn’t like it, trans- 
fer to a science faculty with no loss of credits, so going into 
engineering was a no-loss situation. Check with your university 
to see if the same rule applies. 


| think it’s important for young women to consider their 
careers very carefully. Three or four years spent at university 
may seem like a long time, but compared to thirty or forty 
years on the job, it’s nothing. Life isn't a television program in 
which families live lifestyles that cost at least twice the 
national average. If you stick to the standard roles for women 
and do just as you're told, no one will criticize you, but the 
rewards society promises — a happy marriage, the good 

life — aren't always forthcoming. 


Lyne M.L. Alie 
Junior Engineer-marine 
Public Works Canada 


The first time | raised the possibility of studying engineering, 
it was taken a little lightly. However, | still thought: why 
not? I’m attracted by civil engineering and certainly won't 
lose anything by trying it. 


Now, with the university years over, I'm in a training program 
for marine engineers. Since being hired I’ve worked in Québec 
City; next I'll go to Vancouver on a training session lasting 
some eight months, followed by another in eastern Canada. 
By meeting a lot of people in the profession throughout the 
country, |’Il become acquainted with the various design 
methods and will be better able to understand and appreciate 
the particular approaches that engineers from each region of 
Canada bring to the solution of their problems. 


In the course of these training periods I'll work on projects 
underway in each place, whether on a port facility, harbour 
dredging, or a protective structure. Here at Public Works 
Canada, among the projects | have participated in is the 
drafting and presentation of a preliminary report on the cons- 
truction of a breakwater pier, a report that included estimating 
costs. In Vancouver, | will probably be directed toward 
dredging, which is continuous and very important for naviga- 
tion along the Fraser River. This will allow me to see yet 
another aspect of marine engineering as practised across the 
country. 


Being a junior engineer, as we're called, I’m quite often taken 
for a student, but in reality I’m at a more advanced level, a 
little like an aspiring doctor taking his obligatory internship. 

| don't just spend a short summer in an office; but rather eight 
Or nine months. 


| find it marvellous when I'm able to relate the theory | 
learned during the last four years in university to what I’m 
now doing. One learns a lot about a subject when it is put into 
Practice. But it’s going to be something quite extraordinary 
when I’m able to put my signature at the bottom of plans for 
a big project. That's what motivates me the most, | think. 


If you want to know what I’ve done besides wear out my jeans 
on university benches, here it is! | worked every summer up 

to the start of the school year, always at jobs that would help 
me in my studies and in my later search for permanent em- 
ployment. This helped me a lot. | was able to work at survey - 
ing, sampling, pick and shovel, quantity estimations, etc. 


I’m not viewed as less capable than a man. Why would | have 
been hired? Of course people are not used to seeing a woman 
in this particular field, but so far that hasn’t caused me many 
problems, because the people in the department are open to 
change. I’m really amused, though, to note the expressions of 
surprise on the part of some during presentations. 


| want to get married, have a family. | don’t know when that 
will be. Reconciling a career, any career, with family responsi- 
bilities is always a challenge. If an engineer, man or woman, 
was a “project engineer,” family life could be singularly com- 
plicated. Project engineers visit work sites, often at great 
distances away from home. For someone who's not married 
that’s acceptable and even quite pleasant — full of surprises! 
For a person with family responsibilities, it’s not so easy, but 
it’s not an insurmountable problem either. 


| think that reconciling a career with family responsibilities 
develops organizational ability and foresight. In addition, 
women learn not to be indispensable in just one area — the 
home. Later on, the daughters of a woman who has under- 
taken a career will be more motivated toward similar studies, 
if they‘re so inclined. 


lf the 
Hat Fits, 
Wear It ! 


The greatest demand for engineers in the Public Service is in 
the fields of electrical, electronics, mechanical, aeronautical, 
marine and civil engineering. 


Electrical engineers design and install service equipment in 
public and private buildings, airports, laboratories and ware- 
houses. 


As an electronics engineer, you might work in the communi- 
cations field in such areas as sound recording, telephoto, 
teletype, cryptographic, or infra-red systems. 


As a mechanical engineer, your work could involve the design, 
installation and maintenance of heating, ventilating and air- 
conditioning equipment. Industrial engineers do operational 
research or work with management information systems. 


As an aeronautical or marine engineer, you might work in the 
design of aircraft, spacecraft, satellite components or propul- 
sion systems. 


As a civil engineer, your work in structural engineering could 


involve the design of federal buildings, bridges, harbour 
facilities or airport terminals. 


If the Hat Fits, Wear It! 


Further 
Information 


Degrees in engineering are offered at many universities across 
Canada. After you graduate, two years of approved experience 
on the job will qualify you as a professional engineer. 


Some Facts and Figures 


The number of women in the Canadian Labour Force has 
been growing. In 1978, 47.8% of women aged 15 to 64 were 
in the Labour Force; for women aged 20 to 24, the figure 
was 70.3% and for women aged 25 to 54, it was 56.6%.1 
Chances are you'll have a job. What will you be doing? 


: Statistics Canada. Labour Force Annual Averages. 


A last Word 


The government wishes to ensure that, within a reasonable 
period of time, representation of male and female employees 
in the Public Service in each department, occupational group 
and level, will approximate the proportion of qualified and 
interested persons of both sexes available. 


The Hon. Marc Lalonde 
Minister Responsible for the 
Status of Women 

October, 1975 


Minister of Supply and Services Canada 
PSC DO 013-2 NB 05-80 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2022 with funding from 
University of Toronto 


https://archive.org/details/31761115511024 
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